The "Unthinkably Political" Flawed Masterpiece
The "unthinkable," a widely prevalent, yet rarely discussed, scholarly category, is a repository not for ideas impossible to think (if such there be) but for ways of thinking scholars want to forbid. It functions like the ecclesiastical desig- nation "heresy" because ancient literary texts, nobody's private estate, are, in practice, the domain of the academy, their interpretation dominated by its privileged spokesmen. Contemporary allusion is only one of the broader "unthinkables" we face in assessing texts based on Greek myth. Dodds, for example, ruled it unthinkable to consider whether Sophocles' Oedipus could have "escaped his doom if he had been more careful," since "we are not entitled to ask questions that the dramatist did not intend us to ask."4 Such prohibitions yield bizarre results, most notably explanations of plays (or epics) that achieve the "meaning" required by their beliefs through suggestions of authorial error or incompetence. Dawe writes of "numerous offences against dramatic or real life" in Sophocles' Oedipus, yet contends they "are not a condemnation of Sophoclean technique."5 They are surely not praise. This sense of Sophocles' Oedipus as a flawed masterpiece drives scholars to change and re-direct the force of Sophocles' text and encourages translators to remove or adjust alleged inconsistencies.6
The "Unthinkably Political" Flawed Non-Masterpiece? The Theban legend is unsuitable for epic treatment for more reasons than one. In the first place the story is unpleasant from beginning to end.8
[Homer] knew what fighting was from personal experience, or at least from being in touch with warriors who had killed their man. Vergil had come no closer to these things than "in the pages of a book." Statius is yet one remove further from the truth than Vergil.9
